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With the dawn of the nineteenth century there was
a widespread revival of interest in the piercing of the
Isthmus of Panama. In 1808 Alexander von Humboldt
surveyed the ground, and concluded that a canal was
feasible though " the elevation of the country would
force engineers to have recourse to a system of locks."
Goethe was among those whose enthusiasm he kindled;
but the famous German deemed it a task for some bold
spirit in the future, and regretted that he would not
be alive to see it accomplished.
From 1825 the Republic of the Centre was in con-
tinuous receipt of applications for a concession to cut
the canal. They came from Great Britain and the
United States. In 1830 a concession was actually
granted to a Dutch Corporation under the special pat-
ronage of the King of the Netherlands to construct a
canal through Nicaragua, but the scheme fell through
owing to the division into separate kingdoms of Holland
and Belgium. A few years later France joined the
aspirants for the honour of linking the two oceans
by water, but again the various plans came to
nothing.
At last the necessary preliminary step was accom-
plished with the opening by America of a railroad from
Colon to Panama, though for a time the privileges
accorded to the company stood in the way of any canal
construction, just as the railway to Suez had interfered
with the making of the Suez Canal.
The parallel circumstances were continued by the
conflict of engineers on which was the most practicable
route for a canal, the shorter route through Panama
favoured by the French or the longer route through